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Sustaining Traditional Sea Island
Communities
A Carolina Planning interview with representatives of the Sea Islands Preservation Project,
St. Helena Island, South Carolina, March 1994.
Nina Morais, Joseph McDomick, and Sarah Bobrow
he Sea Islands off the coast of South Carolina
and Georgia are being overtaken by rapid, poorly
planned development. One casualty is the islands'
fragile environment. Another is the islands' unique
African-American culture. Sprawling suburbs and
exclusive resort "plantations" are quickly displacing
the islands' vulnerable black communities. For Sea
Island blacks [known as the Gu I lah], whose distinctive
language, music, cuisine, and crafts make them the
most African ofall African-Americans, the process of
development has rightly been called 'cultural geno-
cide'.
"Preservation efforts on the Sea Islands can best be
understood in light oftheregion'suniquehistory. Just
after the Civil War, St. Helena and several other
islands in South Carolina were the only place in the
South where large numbers of former slaves were
able to purchase land. To former slaves, land meant
j ust compensation for centuries ofunpaid labor. It also
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meant some measure ofeconomic independence, and
therefore some measure of genuine freedom. Black
landownership, with its echoes ofjustice and freedom,
soon spread throughout the Sea Islands. For the next
century, isolated from the mainland, island residents
wove African and American influences into a colorful,
distinctive language and culture.
"Over the last several decades, however. Sea
Island communities have been struggling to survive. A
number of islands are now exclusive resorts, others
are becoming suburbs, and all are subject to the
cancerous growth of multi-lane highways and com-
mercial strips. This development has taken a severe
toll on the islands' fragile ecology: nearly halfofSouth
Carolina's shellfish beds are now closed due to pol-
luted runoff In addition, native islanders are often
forced to sell family land against their will. They are
also increasingly unable to pursue traditional occupa-
tions, like oystering or basket-weaving, that depend on
clean water and ready access to natural resources.
"Developers argue that, in exchange, the islanders
now have more economic opportunities. For most
people this is simply not true. Between 1980 and 1990,
for every job taken by an African-American on the
South Carolina coast, five to six new jobs went to
whites. In 1990, the income of African Americans on
islands affected by resort development was still about
one third that of whites. It is perfectly clear that those
who pay the steepest price for development have
virtually nothingto gain."'
In light of the above, the Sea Islands Preservation
Project was initiated in 1 992 to sustain the traditional
Sea Island communities. The following interview with
Project staff was conducted by Carolina Planning
editor Kirsten Springer in March 1 994.
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Carolina Planning: What is the Sea Islands Pres-
ervation Project?
Nina Morals: The Project is a collaboration among
three organizations: the Penn Center, the South Caro-
lina Coastal Conservation League, and the Neighbor-
hood Legal Assistance Program. Penn Center was
founded during the Civil War as the first school for
freed blacks and carries with it a history of pride, self
reliance, and self determination. Its mission has al-
ways been to help the black community control its own
destiny. This Project continues in that spirit. In many
ways we are recapturing the history of 130 years and
we are lucky to have Penn Center as a foundation on
which to build.
The South Carolina Coastal Conservation League
(SCCCL) is the second partner in this collaboration. It
is a rapidly growing, relatively new environmental
advocacy group which is addressing many environ-
mental issues on the coast, from water qual ity to forest
management. SCCCL has decided to focus on land
use planning because they believe that the single most
serious threat to the environment on the coast is poorly
planned sprawled development. Sprawl affects the
quality ofthe air and water as well as the affordability
of housing. The third partner is the Neighborhood
Legal Assistance Program which assists and super-
vises the Project on legal matters.
The first step in the Project was to start a school, the
Penn School for Preservation, to familiarize commu-
nity activists and key local government officials with
environmental and community economic development
principles, and to teach leadership skills. Twenty-five
ofthe 40 participants are local community leaders, ten
are community leaders from other communities in
South Carol ina and Georgia, and five are local planning
staff and council members. One-third of the curricu-
lum is devoted to land use planning and we are
exploring a number of tools, such as extremely low
density zoning, cluster zoning, and sewer service
boundaries. One-third ofthe curriculum is devoted to
community economic development, geared towards
cultural and environmental preservation and one third
ofthecurriculum is leadershipskill-building. Although
many ofthe people on the island are deeply concerned
about preservation, they may lack certain skills, such
as public speaking and negotiation, that enable them to
be effective political actors.
The schoofs twelve-day program is taught on
weekends over the course of five months. The pro-
gram has taken off and the participants are eager to
come back to the school. Each student is working in
one of eight homework groups. Most of the eight
groups are investigating sustainable development strat-
egies. For example, if St. Helena's Island is to survive
as a rural place, agriculture must be easier for small
farmers. One group is tackling that issue and has
chosen to focus on the restoration of an old cannery
and the restoration of a building up the road from the
Penn Center which we hope will be used for fresh
local produce and for local preserved foods. The
opening of a cannery and market would also increase
the viability of small farms and fishing businesses on
the Island.
Another homework group is working on zoning. St.
Helena Island's zoning will be revised this year under
state law. The zoning group has been working to
outline the tools they want used. The two goals of the
zoning group are to preserve the rural character ofthe
Island and to preserve the character of the commer-
cial area known as the "Corner Community". We are
beginning to work on what wi 1 1 be a long-term effort to
restore many of the buildings in that community and
transform it into acenter for sustainable development.
Each building will contain somethingthat increases the
capacity ofthe community members to make a living
while preserving the culture and environment.
The second program area is Legal Education and
Assistance. This area was established to respond to
the problem that many native landowners are losing
their land because they do not understand their legal
rights. My colleague, Joe McDomick, works with
native landowners individually and gives workshops
on strategies for retaining their land. In 1993, for
example, he held 550 counseling sessions with local
people, assisting a significant segment of St. Helena's
population of5,400.
The third program area is Sustainable Economic
Development.
Sarah Bobrow: We are in the planning stages of
establishing a community development corporation
(CDC) that will seed other efforts.
NM: We are planning to restore the cannery and
start an agricultural cooperative. Also, following mod-
els now in place across the country, we hope to open
a folk art center where people will be trained in
vanishing sea island crafts. The center would also
serve as a market for the crafts. Other such centers
employ approximately 700 people. These are our long-
term goals. In the next year, we hope to determine the
staff and financing structure needed to start some of
these projects. The community development corpora-
tion will be the vehicle for raising money and training
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people in entrepreneurial skills. We are also investi-
gating acquiring and/or renovating several of the
buildings in the Corners Community. Once we have
the structure in place, we will be able to start some of
the specific business projects.
SB: The CDC will also have a micro-loan fund for
start-up businesses. The loans would be used to help
people create the kind of businesses that can be used
in the outlets being opened. For example, concerning
the food processing facility, people would use loan
funds to purchase equipment upfront and when the
equipment was sold, the loan would be paid back. The
loan fund would be targeted at value-added businesses
—to add value to the resources here, agriculture and
crafts. Once the food processing facility is up and
running, we hope to have a licensed kitchen to be used
cooperatively for bottlingjarring, and canning seafoods
such as smoked oysters, smoked clams, and seafood
sauce. The possibilities are endless.
NM: Once you have an economy that depends on
the natural resource base, it is much easier to make
political arguments for protecting that base. Through
the Penn School for Preservation, we are attempting
to envision a future for St. Helena which has a
somewhat different economy than the sea islands that
have been overtaken by suburban or resort develop-
ment. Our political arguments for changing the zoning
to preserve the agricultural character will be strength-
ened ifwehaveaviableeconomybased on small scale
farming. This is one piece to the puzzle.
The fourth program area is Policy Reform and
Coalition Building. Policy reform includes everything
else we do. Currently, we are reevaluating the zoning
on St. Helena Island and nearby Lady's Island. One
issue we are working on is the state's agricultural use
exemption. A bill is before the state legislature which
would dramatically restrict the agricultural use ex-
emption which offers a lower tax rate for people using
their land for agricultural purposes. The exemption
allows people who want to farm their land or grow
timberto do so without being taxed at the market value
for their property, which can bever>'high ifyou live on
an island such as Hilton Head. This allows small
farmers to remain on their land although they are cash
poor. Most states have an agricultural use exemption:
however. South Carolina is attempting to exclude
small landowners from the exemption. They would be
taxed for the market value of their property if the bill
passes. Although the purpose of the bill is to save the
state money, passage would have devastating conse-
quences for small farmers. Therefore, we are talking
with state legislators and we are giving them basic
information so they understand the bill would not
accomplish its intended purpose, and it would make it
impossible for some small farmers to remain on their
land.
CP What type of zoning are you advocating*^
NM: At this point, we have a list of tools and 40
people who are excited about seeing this transpire.
There is a long and arduous political process of
building allies that we are about to embark on, and, for
us to settle on a very specific plan would be counter-
productive. We need to make compromises with the
people who have interests overlapping with our own.
The count}' will review our vision in the fall . Until then,
we will be identifying allies and negotiating to deter-
mine what we can get. Currently, most ofthe Island is
zoned two units per acre. This type ofzoning is called
a "residential agricultural district"'. However, there is
nothing agricultural about this t^pe of zoning. It is a
welcome mat for suburban development. As currently
zoned, the Island could hold 90.000 people. The cur-
rent population is approximately 5,000 people. Along
the South Carolina Coast, there is no agricultural
preservation district or open space cluster zoning.
These are the tools that have been used successfully
in other communities, for example, rural communities
in Maryland and Virginia that do not want to become
suburbs of Washington, D.C. However, these com-
munities are predominantly white, well-educated com-
munities that have availed themselves of these tools.
What is interesting here is we have people with little
formal education, but they understand the issue per-
fectly well and they know what they want for their
community'. We think we will have success here.
SB: Along with zoning, there are other tools to
preservethe land, for example, land trusts. We expect
that a land trust on St. Helena would buy an easement
on the land. It is possible to stipulate in the easement
the type of farming that can be done on the land to
ensure that the land is being farmed sustainably.
Whether such a stipulation would be used would be
decided by the residents over time.
NM: We will be looking into a variet\' ofpurchase
strategies. These type of strategies would ultimately
require government funding. We will be working with
the count\' on these issues when we go through the
zoning process. This is a decade-long plan. St. Helena
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Participants in the Penn Schoolfor Preservation get excited about zoning:
Credit: John Barton.
Rev. Ervin Greene, Mr. Barry Augustin, Ms. Sara Wilson.
Island could become a national model for a sustainable
community.
Joseph McDomick: We have a lot of people in
the Penn School for Preservation that have only a
vague idea about whatzoning is. In class, students take
a piece of property, consider it, and decide how they
would like to see it zoned. The students actually plan
out the use of a piece of property. They have never
done that before.
NM: Many Island residents have a strong gut sense
that they love their community and they want to see it
preserved, but they may not be fully equipped to
achieve their goal. Once you start learning the terms
and you start learning what other communities have
done to preserve themselves, you can go into, for
example, your county council and requestthat specific
actions be taken and explain what other communities
are doing. What the School is all about is making its
students more effective political actors. They have
never lacked for enthusiasm or clarity of what they
wanted. What they have lacked is some of the termi-
nology, and an awareness of how to achieve their
goals. That is what we give the students.
SB: The projects the students have selected have
played into that because they are starting to dream
about what they want to create, and that adds to their
wanting to ensure that it is going to be able to happen.
At the last session ofthe school we are going to decide
which projects we will start with, and the first will be
the CDC. People are behind their ideas and they want
to see them carried through. That adds an extra
impetus to all the planning.
CP: How is the Project funded?
NM: We are currently funded by a dozen private
foundations. But now that we are moving into eco-
nomic development, we hope to receive funding from
government sources, and possibly from corporate
sponsors.
SB: We are applying for funding under one of
Clinton's new initiatives, the Enterprise Communities
and Empowerment Zones Program. If awarded an
Enterprise Community designation, we would receive
three million dollars. The idea behind the Program is to
put in place community-based planning; the basis of
the application is a strategic plan that is to come from
the community. In addition, sustainable development is
oneofthekeyprinciplesoftheinitiative.lt isexciting
that the government is advocating this type ofplanning
and this kind of process. It will get people who don't
do community-based planning to think about it. We are
a small area so that will hurt our chances but we will
emphasize the fact that we are attempting to establish
a model here that can be replicated on other sea
islands. In addition, we will be applying for funding
through ISTEA for enhancements of some of the
buildings in theCornerCommunity.Weare requesting
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moneytorenovatethebuildingthat will be used forthe
agricultural co-op and marketing outlet, which was the
first African-American agricultural co-op in the state.
CP: What is unique about the Gullah culture you are
trying to preserve?
NM: The Gullah are among the most spiritual
people in the world; they make among the most
beautiful music in the world; and their values offamily
and community are most probably like none other you
will find in this country. Their relation to the natural
world is different than modem America's. We have
much to learn from them. It is worth working to
preserve.
As a personal matter, I think it is vital to preserve
cultures which are different from mainstream Ameri-
can culture because most ofus are fairly similarto one
another. I would say the same thing for Native Ameri-
can cultures, Quakers, Amish people, and other small
societies that have survived in America. These are
great gifts to us in the late twentieth century; if we
eliminate them as cultures, we will have nothing left as
a contrast to ourselves.
JM: The language, the people, the food are what
makes the area unique. This is probably the closest
connection you are going to find anywhere in America
to Africa. People here have tried to maintain their
African heritage: close-knit families, older people
seeingafter the younger kids, traditional foodsyou find
in Africa, and most of all their language, the rolling
sounds that most folks don't understand. People say
"that's bad English."
CP: Are you aware ofsimilar efforts in sustainable
development?
NM: There are very few other projects in the
country that we have found that are doing anything
remotely like this. One of them is the Conservation
Fund's project in Tyrell County, North Carolina. It
bears a strong resemblance to this project. Another is
located on the eastern shore ofVirginia and the Nature
Conservancy is involved with it. Another is in Willapa
Bay, Washington, pioneered by an organization called
Ecotrust.
Right now we are dream ing. The only thing we have
up and running is the school . The best part is on Sunday
mornings, when community members come in and
lead devotional services before the regular classes to
get people in the spirit, reading scripture, praying, and
singing spirituals. It gets people excited. If you are
going to dream this big, you have to have a lot of faith.
What powers the school is not only a sense ofpurpose
and clarity about where we wart to go, but faith that
we are going to get there together.
CP: How did you get started?
NM: As you can imagine, this is not the first time
exciting things have happened at Penn Center. The
Civil War was one period oftime when the eyes ofthe
nation were on this Island, as were the 1960"s.
JM: During the 1960's, people were looking for
leadership, especially at the local level; they were
saying "you have always been out there leading us."
So, we started running a community development
training program. We brought in people from eight
states and taught them here for seven weeks through
intensive classroom-type training. Then we went back
with them to their local communities for seven weeks
to help them organize. Also, Rev. Dr. Martin Luther
King, Jr. and his group would come here each year and
hold theirtraining and planning sessions. The midwife
training institute also held its annual workshops here.
NM: The reason the Penn School for Preservation
is working is because it is sitting on top of 130 years of
extraordinary history, and people in the school know
that history. People here believe they are going to
make history, and ifthey believe it, they will, they have
before.
JM:Duringthe 1960's people were protesting, and
organizing and picketing. People wanted to be in-
volved. The only way they could make people listen
was to go out and picket the welfare office, picket the
Piggly Wiggly, picket the department stores. We tried
to help people to understand that they have a right to
be involved. We continue to do that. But we are doing
it from a different perspective: planning and zoning.
This is very important. Back then we didn'tthink about
those kind of things. But now it is a new era and we
have changed our strategy. We know we are losing
land; we've been talking about that for 20 plus years.
We need to try to preserve it, retain it. But how do we
make it work? This is what people are talking about at
the school. CP
Note
' Sea Island Preservation Project. January 1994.
